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ABSTRACT 

An Honors-Pass-Fail (H-P-F) grading system was 
introduced experimentally to replace A-B-^C-P grading in all graduate 
education courses. H-p-F was more effective than A-'B-C-F grading in 
distinguishing between exceptional and average student achievement. 
The percentage of highest possible grades declined from 50 percent 
A's to about 25 percent H grades where it stabilized for 2 successive 
years. The new grading system was evaluated twice by graduate 
students and faculty. At the end of the first ye^r, student approval 
was overwhelming, whereas the faculty was about equally divided among 
instructors who approved H-P-F and those who either disapproved or 
were uncertain. In the second year, student and faculty approval was 
slightly greater than in the first year. (Author) 
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Ar Honors - Pass - foil (M-P-T) grciding systevi \.*r»s introciuccd 
*?xper inrcn ta 1 1 y to replace A-B-^C'-F grMJing in c": 11 groducitc eclucotion 
courses. H-P'-F v;ns rorc effective tliCin A-Li-c r <jicKliriy in disLin- 
guJshJng betv;con cxceotionai and c^ver/iT:* sU'd.^nt achievement. The 
porcentoge of highest possible qrades clec lined froni 50 percent A^s to 
about 25 percent H grodes v;here it slobiliiied for Iv.o successive years. 
The n6vj grading system v/as evaluated lv;ice by graduate students and 
faculty. At the end of the first yov^r^ student approval v;as over- 
v/hclning, vvheroas the faculty uas about equally divided arong instructors 
Vv'ho approved H-P^F and those '..ho eit.hor disop[n'oved or v^ere uiicertain. 
In the second year, s'.udcfU ai^J f.-culty ai^proval was sNcjIitly "greater 
than in the first year. 
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S tuJont-Facul ty Evnl ir-^l ion of o Threc-roint Groding 
SyslCM in Grdduale Edjcation Courses 

In recenl yeais, troditionoi cradifio sy^icnz have co*^e under considerable 
firt; <it all cduCiHion levels fron t!io eIrjrionLory tiu university end 
professional schools. The 5-slep ietier grade scale, A-G-C-O-F, and the 
0-100 numerical scales, long regarded sacred cov;s of c'^codcniin, have been 
altcicked cinachron 1 s 1 1 c , unfair, subjective, the cause of destructive 
competition, o white middle class device which d i scr i iii n.Ucs oqainst minority 
students, a deterrent to students vd^o miylu take a course but are unsure of 
thcni:,elves, and, !n general, an obstacle to real learning (Sparks, . 
The protaoofi i s t s of traditional grading defend il on the grounds that it is 
an incentive for learning, an objective rioorurc of ach ievorien t , and an 
integral part of our conpetitive i^ocicty (^^;!!ei•, 1967). 

A survey of grading practices aaorig Ar^erican institutions of higher 
learning (American Association of Collecjc Registrarr^ and Admissions Officers, 
1971), reveals that about half tt^e schools have rod i fled their gradinej 
system v;i thin tf^e past five years, and were adopting co^:ib ! nat ions of 
traditional and non- t rad 1 t 1 ona 1 schemes. Over 60 percent offer pass/fail 
or credit/no credit grading options, for sorie , but rarely all courses. 

Despite the increas^ing nui*tbers of high schools and colleqes that are 
CSq replacing r^'j 1 t i - s tcp with two step gradif^g systems , there ^ppc^^s Ic- be 

! 

no like!if;ood that such non- 1 rad i t i ona 1 systeiis v/ill ccriptetety replace 



u 



traditional grading (Chansky, 1973). The A-B-C-D-F ^yslon rtrinin?. the 
heavy favorite of directors of rc!' ' i s s i o.is of iridernrod'ia tr; , qraduitc, itw 



V) and medical schools. (Stevens, 1973) 
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The Iv.o f^,'*>jcr reasons cited by fcur-yccir colleges and universities 
for suppoitiiig o p:iss/foil system are (1) to encouracje students to explore 
subject?, outside th-ir nidjor vnthout fe^r of jeopardizing^ tfioir cjradc 
point avei'uge. and (2) to r.jinimizo fccir of failing (Qudnn, 1970). ^!ow^vt^l', 
one of ^thc ccnchisions emerging froi-i a re. ie'./ of rocent studies of new 
grcKling systems is that students do not take pass/fail courses to explore 
areos out of their niajor but rather to make school easier for tficrnseivcs 
(Oavidovic2, 1972). Insignificant numbers of undergraduate education 
students selected science and ma theiTsa t i cs courses v;hich were offered as 
pass/fail elect ives (Metzger G Sharp, 15)71) » Instructors reported that 
students suffer so.Tie loss in motivation in pass/fall courses (McLaughlin, 
1971) v/fnch often results in lov.er quality scholoi'ship (Office of 
Institutional Research, Wisconsin University, 1973)« 

Nevertheless, students, for ihe most part, are enthusiastic about 
non-traditional grading systems. They feel that the absence of traditional 
practices rel ievef pressures about grades, gives freedom to explore na\7 
areas, facilitate-, close student- facu 1 ty relations, and reduces ccnpc^tition 
with fellow students (Bailey, 1972). 

The greatest resistance to non-traditional grading comes from 
graduate and professional schools. Although fwjlf of the schools have 
a;^oplcd sore n od i f i ca t , ons of traditional grodirig either in part or in 
t(jta! (t'euson, I969) , r'ost deans of graduate schools hjvu ser'ous 
reservations about non - 1 rad i t ! ona 1 syste^is (Schoener, 1973). Cverwholi- 
inqly, they prefer letter grade trai^scripts since it allows greater eose 
anc^ accuracy in evaluating students (Hassler, I5t>3). Grade point aver.irts 
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evldenct: that undergracluo le grades ore predict ivo of c^rockuue per for r'larxe 
(ladarola. 1 969) or of success in tho job (f!oyL, 1270). 

An In-dcplh study {Goldsniith Tillxr, 1^71) of stiKie-it at.tiludes 
tov/ard 3-poinl: (H-P-F) ond ^-potnt jrod fng syslens (A-B-C-f) nmong under^ 
grodu^jtcs, graduates, ond fcicully at Ricfiriond Collcc^?, n unit of The City 
University of Nov/ York, indicates general preference for the 3^point 
grodiricj sys ten; ./! th the strongest s.^pport ccnifig ficn gradi:ate students in 
teacher education. The faculty v;ds least favorably disposed toward H-P-F 
grading systeri and v/as actually close to being equally divided in its 
preference for the two systei^s. 
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f^rosent Study 

This study concernb itself v;ith *in Honors-^Pass'-rai I (K'-F'-F) cjrading 
system vvftich vvs^s introduced exper i n^N^ to 1 1 y in thc^ Tall, 1571 ser ostcr by 
the graduate division of on urban university. It replrted the tradiiicK^I 
A^B-C-F systcr for evnl'iiating stud^-jnt achievenonl in all courses offered in 
its teacher education program. 

Among the reasons offered for i ns t f tut i nc^ th! s non-tr'i>d 1 1 ional grading 
system was the gerieral d i ssat i sfoct ioi^ v^ith the A-B-C'-F systen ufidcr v;liicfi 
about half the final grades in graduate education courses were A's, half B^s 
with very fev; C's, and pract ica 1 1 y no F^s. The cdi'callon faculty felt this 
grading systenr fal led to d i scr ifni r^atc betv/een except i ona 1 and average 
student achieveinent in graduate educat ion courses. It v/as hoped that a 
three-point grading system such as M-P-F v;ould aci^ ieve tlii s goal. Several 
aspects of this experiment are unique. The use of a non- trad i t lonal grad- 
ing system for all courses In a graduat-i progran appears to be an innovative 
practice with little precedent.^ The evaluation of th I s grad i ng systcnV by 
students and faculty (at the end of the f irst year and agaiff at the end of 
the second year) provided unusual data that describe their react ions to an 
experimental grading system. 

The present study atteinpted to answer three quest Ions : 

I . Does the H-P-F systcri d i scr ir-iinatc rore clearly betv.eenexceptlonoi 
and average studcfU ach ievc: lorii thon the ccnveniional A-3-C-F systt 

2/ f,ow do graduate student! evahf'te the hhP-F grading systen? 

3. How does tfia graduate instructional staff evaluate theH^P-F 
.grad ing systeiTi? ^ 
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Con-par i son of Grado Di sir i but ion v.ith A-!'-C-F orid H-P-F Systcnis 

Grades in the A-B-C-r systcr; u^eJ for asses:3ing student dchiever^enl 
jn graduate eciucalion courses ore defined as follows: 
A - excellent (90-100 percent) 
B - good {80~o9 percent) 
C - satisfactory (7'^-/ii percent) 
F - fai 1 (0-69 percent) 

The three grading categories on the H-P-F scale» are defined in the 
following terrus: 

Honors (H) - a\!3rdcd for g-jn^Mnc i nto I 1 ecti^? I or creative per forrvtnce 

and/or for superlative nastery of tlie assigned v;ork 
Pass (P) " awarded to the studcint v;!^o ha? conipleted the assig:^ed 
, work and derronstrated a suff ic ient nastery of i t 

Fail (F) ^ denotes tfiat the stuocrit !uis failed to do a significant 
portion of the assigneci work or ha^ been unable to 
demonstrate a sufficient n;astcry of i t. 

The effect of subst i tut i ng one grading systera for c^not her , v/as 
measured by con[>-3rinq the distribution of final grades bnsed on the v\"F>C-F 
systern Jn 19f>S S 1970 v/ith the distribution of grades b?.sed on the sub- 
sequently used H-P-F system in 1971 ^ 19/^- The resul ts of th I s co iporison 
are sumn^arized in Table I. 
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22 
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8003 


2200 


27.5 


5299 


66.2 


37 


0.5 


467 


5.8 





"Not signi f icDnt. 

^Those v;crc adninistra t ive ratings: "J" for failures for other thon academic 
reasons, 'V for v;! thdrav;o ! , "Abs" - absent fron's final exams, and ^Mnc^' - 
incor^^plete clossrocn^ v;ork. 



. Table 1 reveals that for the two year period pr ior to H-P-F , about hcJ f 
■the final grades in graduate educat ion courses v/crc A's, over percent 
v/ere 6' s, slightly fiore than one percent 'vve re C's, and there were no T grades, 
Tlio percentace of A grades and the CPA increased during this period. This 



; On the other hand, under th? H-p-f :L;ystcrr si i ^ht ! y rore tti^n r^ne-fuurth 
were »^s, two thirds wore- P's and F grades cons I i tulc^^^^^^^^^^^^^^ 
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of all finol nnrks. There Wci5 o slight cieciirie in tho purceniagc of II cirttdes 

in tiie second y^?ar as cori;vired to Ih-: first, but the: distribution of H-P- T 
grodes v;o$ essenl lolly the s.i!/o both years. 

II. Student Assossrr.enc of H-P^-r 

The reoctions of graduate student? to the H-P-F were obte^lred by an 
anonymous questionnaire at tfie end of the first year and again at the end of 
the second year. Questionnaires v/ere distributed to a 1 1 grcdua te education 
classes; hov.ever, only those v/ho had been graded under the fl-P-*F system v/cre 
asked to respond , 

The questionnaire contained inquiries about (a) the nunber of graduate 
courses completed prior to the introduction of H**P-F in September, 1972 , 

(b) nurtiber of graduate courses in wliich they htd been oracled by hl-P-F, 

(c) reactions to H-P-F: approve - disapprove - uncertain, and (d) alternav 
tives to H-P-F/ 

Responses to the first survey v;ere received froai 7^5 students represent"- 
ing 66.5 percent of tl'ie graduate student population qualified to participate 
in the survey. The second survey, at the end of the second year of h'-P^F,' 
yielded 8^^ or 56.5 percent of the el igible grdduate popula t ion , s i gn i f I can 1 1 y 
fev/er than in the first survey. Mo.;uver, botfi groups were representative 
samples of their respective total SL:udr:nt po!)ulat ion. It is also estimated 
that at least two-thi rds the rc spo;ui'jnt'$ par t ic i pa ted i n both surveys. 

The sur.ey i nd i ca tod that on the average, students in both surveys h^d 
completed about four education courses prior to the introduct ion of H-P-F, 
Students reported that they had bt^cn graded in an a vcragvi of tiirec courses by 
fi-P'-F at the end of thf! first year and an equal nuinbcr by the end of the ^^^^^^^^-^.^^^^^^v 



A sunir.ory of the reactions of 9rr.c?i!ole sUi-o^^l to H-P-F i5 tabulrtod in Table 2, 



Tabic 2 

Gradurite Education SUidcnt Asses^s^ont of h-P-r Gr.^dina System 



Approva I 
Di SQpprova 1 
Uncertain 
Total 



NO; 

537 72.8 

]2h 16.2 

8^ 11.0 

765 100.0 



No. y 



CJxL-Sjw^xj:' 



6^S 



77.3 
11 .3 
Sb 11.^^ 
8^i0 100.& 



Significant at the ,05 levcil 

Table 2 reveals that for tv/o succes^^^ive ycors tfvc^ orcat r.-ojor i ty of respor;don 

whose academic achievement had been ar.^cr,^;od by tho fl'-P^K grading system, 
approved it; 72.8?:; in the first year <>n:I 77-3^: '^^ the srcond, nn increase of 
^•5% vvhicfi is Stat ist ica 1 1 y s i gn t f] can t . There ci corrc^ponc'ing drcl ine 
in d i sopprova I by k .3% and a s 1 i ciht i ncn. asc of 0. "i"^^ in "uiicer ta i n'^ responses. 
A study v;as also made in which tiie reocUonr. of f.tudents graded under 



both H-P-F and A-P*C-K sysLen 



co Nr^r:u';:d V' i rcuCl i ans of students graded 



only by H-P-F. The resul ts of t h i s c6^:i;r.r ! son c f-o .aec in Tcible 3» 
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Table ? 

Cot>naris.on of Reaction to H-P-K of Graduate tducotion Students With H-P-P 
and A-B-C-F Grading Cxporlcncc snd Students V.'ith H-P-F Exp-M icncc Only 



■P-r t A'B-C-F 



No. 



Approve 1 
Oi sapp rovti 1 
Uncertai n 
TotaJ 





m 71 .9 

38 ■ 14.2 
37 13.9 
267 100.0 



Chi Squs re 



^67 79.7 
ii7 10.0 
53 10.3 

573 100.0 



"Significant at .05 leveJ . 

As seen in Table 3 there v;as a significant difference betv^ocn the reactions 
of respondents v^ho had experience with both grading syitei-'s and respondents 
who experienced H-P-F only. The forn'or registered less approval^ norc dis-- 
approval and more uncertainty than the fotter. Hov/ever, both groups 
overwhelming approved the M^-P-F grading system, about 70 pcircont aiid 80 percent 
respectively* ; ^ 

At the end of the first year, studctUs who either d t s:.pprovod or vvc^re 
uncertain about H'-P'^F v;ere about equally divided in rccc.:i lend i ng as altern:}- 
ti ves e i ther Ihe A-B-C^F or the p^ss/fail grading ?;yster$. Tii!s represented 
the sentiments of ?08 Or 27.2 percent of the respondents. 

By the end of the second y^.^r, one-third of the ISI students v;ho citf^er 
dt sepprovcd or v/ere uncertain cbout H-^P-F indicr;ted thf^ir preference for the . 

. *:^-'r:^ r->.-r.--( ^ vArf^^n^ {h> tredi t fcn^ 1 sy<; to-i e i Ihci' 
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ranrje of ru-^n-t r.uii L ion-:}] grad 1 ny sys loiiH . 

Students v''?re also given <'^n opportunity at the end of the second yeor to 
record c^t^y chci:uios in their rcviCtions to H-P-F. About nine out of ten respond- 
ents Indicated tluU t hoy fiad riot chanocd the i r (li nds about H-P-F, Of those who 
had second thounht$ , about 25 percc^nt changed from approval to d i snpprova 1 , 
iVjothor ?5 percent fron £^pprovul to uncertain , ond c^nother 25 percent from 
cither d i $<ipprovci 1 or uncer ta i n ty to approvoi. 

lit. Faculty Evaluation of H - F - F 

The reactions of the graduate instructionril staff of tine Department of 
Education to the H-P-F grading system v/ere obtoined by nieans of tv;o anonymous 
questionnaires distributed at the same time as the student quest ionnaires . 

The first questionnaire, at the end of the fi rst year , sought responses 
to the fol lowing inqui r ies i 

1 . Number of courses taught in v/hich the H-P-F grad ing sys teni v/as used. 

2. Curricular areas in v;hich graduate courses v;cre taught, 

3* Reactions to K-P^F: approve > Disapprove ^ or uncertain 
If you disapprove or are uncertain, the alternatives you prefer. 
To the second questionnaire d i str i buted at the end of the second year, 
tfie fol lov/ing i lens v/ere added: 

5. Have you changed your nind about H-P^-F? 

6, If yr^s, describe the change. 

F;esponses to tf^e f i rst quest ionna i rc were rcce i ved f rom 6? out of the 
graduate staff of 69, 97.1 percent; tl;o second questionnaire yielded 85 out 
of 5^ nrriduaie instructors, SOJi percent. The si;^e of the samples vere not 
significantly different. About two-thirds of the staff members in second 

■;Chi .-S<"|iJ'.M'e voiuo v/as 3«5'^ whicl^ is not significant 



end of the second year , thci avcrocje wds 3 *7 . The san^plc oT graduate clco5>?s 
graded by H-P-F was ropr^^sorUot i vc of :*! t cour^^o^ of fer ed by curr icuKji arejs 
during both years of tha sur'vey. 

The rccictions of the crc^duatf^ Teiculiy to th-P^ F at llv.: end of lf)C firs^t 
year and again at ll.o end of second year arc sunmc-^ri zed !n Tabled. 

TABLE h 

Reactions of Gradu£ite Faculty to H-P^F Gradinc/ Sy stern 



No. % Ho. % Chi 

Approve 3^ 50*; 8 7i8 58.7 

Disapprove 26 38.8 22 23.7 • 3.97*^ 

Uncertain 7 10. 15 17.6 * 

Totals 67 100.0 85 100.0 



Not s i gni f i cant 



FromTable^, 5 1 5 s evi dent that after one year, half the instructional 
staff approved l-hP-F, and by the second year, fciculty support increased by 
8 percent. Disapproval dec! invH by 15-' p:^rcerit and Lincertainty rose by 
7.2. percent. The chang'^^s . '^acu I ty ronctiorkS w;rc not significant. 

About 60 percent of the 33 ror.ponclents who c 1 ther d i sapproved or wore 
uncertain of H-P-F at the end of the first year, preferred A-'B-C-F, 15 percent 
favored pass/fail, and the rorna inder , Vc»ri at ions of those tv/o systems . The on ty 
nev/ suggestion was that no grade ho given to a student who fails a cour se , a 
syMcn introduced rit Yale Un)ver<;ity in Fall, 1 972 fTa Ft , 1$7?) . In tho second 
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More thon GO pofcerit of the instiiicloi> not cfuuioed iUoir nJricJi 
cihouL lrT-f\ A;::vni_i thos- V (lio, iirilt* v.-ni fr^^- dppruval to d I sappiovo ) , 
'lO.O porceru fro^r opprov.\l to uncerloifi^ the ollior 10.0 perccfU went fronr 
uncertain to cither opprovol or 0 Uupprova 1 . In gonerol, instructors 
changed their reactions frorr; opprov^nl to either disapproval or uncertain. 

niSCUSSIOIJ 

The cjcn^'ral reactions of graduate ^aurients cinil focu 1 ty to H-*P-F grodin<j 
VN/ere not unl i ke lh3 renct i ons of sirnitar populolioni, to non-trcid i t iona 1 
grading. Strongest support carre from the studonls; they approved the progrnn-i 
3 to 1 . The instructional staff v/3s less cnthus uist i c , about half approved 
it and the remainder v.erc atout equa 1 1 y d I vi ded emong tf^ose v;lio d i sopproved 
or v;cre uncertain. There were slight gains in both student and faculty 
approval at the end of the second year with about 80 percent in each group 
registering no change in their cstin^atos of the H-'P-F grading system. 

The overvihel filing student approval of H-p-F is probably related to the 
characteristics of the student population and the Master's program in 
education. Unlike the typical graduate student, nxDSt of these students are 
full-tir.e ei^iployed teachers, the overwhelrning nvi jor i ty of whori arc tcachinq 
in public schools in the greater ret ropol i tan arc^a . These teachers hold 
provi s ionel 1 i censes which permit them to tc^ch in the store's publ ic school s 
i : for a per iod of f i vc years . Dur i nq th 1 s t i r.e the teacliers v.'or k tov/drd 

pernanent certification obtained upon cor.plction of a Master's degree or tho 
accu^iulat ion of 3^ ;,dditional approved credits of study beyond the P^iC !;e ! or U : 
degree. Permanent cert i ficat ion insures payi^^ent of hiohior salaries or^dlvr-tp^; 
to insure job sccu^'itv. ?<osi of J^^c.^.-:- r ^---i] ] cd in <- r-rv^-'r, f r-^JClIV-; '^t^ f' ■ 
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Uucciticn !)a;>jr U vni. , 157^). Thui, for vast ti-ijority of sludenU, the 
M'jC^ttM's Is fi tCf'f;Hne!t degree* v/hicli cjualifici liu-n for porrKinent cert i f tcol ion 
as ci tfiacKor-. The r)on • t r^u! 1 1 ionr) 1 prcfd i fin ?y s ton rr^ay therefore be n^ort> , 
cippropriote for ihl^. group ^:iince gr..u!o point ovcrocjc based on conventionol 
grading doos not directly diHorrnlne job oppor tun tty , pi aceren t , or prorK^t i on . 

The unexpected findings were the dra-irftic decline in the number of 
'^highest po.;r.ible'* grades under the tv^o {jre^d 1 ng syb ten^s > the pc-rcootagc of W 
OS cor^pared to A cjrodcs , cuut the stability of H-P^f system over a two yc^r 
period. Tlie A-l>-C-F v:as found ^'v.nnt i ng" bccriuse i t f a i led to d i scr imi nnte 
between exce;»t londl c^nd average student ocfiieven-ent] half the final grades 
in cjraduote education courses were and the rest were D's with very few 
C^s and practically no F's In essence, It fur^ctioncd as a two step grading 
system. To offset its failure to d i scr ifni nf.te between superior and averag.^ 
achievement, the 3 step H-P-F grad i ng was proposed \vj In the expectation that 
Instructors v;ou)d require higher achJeveTcnt for an U grade than they did for 
an A grade. This, i n fact , came to pass. Half as rn-ny M as A grades v;e re 
awarded to students by i nstructors * the irdjor i ty of whor^ had taught unde r both 
grading syster^s^ Moreover, the reduction in H as compa red to A grades continued 
for four successive serresters, and the percentage of H grades decl ined si ightly , 
but not significantly in the second year as compared to the f i rs t year . Th i s is 
a re versa 1 of t he r i s i ng <jr .:idc poi n t aver n^^ t iona My (Burwi n , 1 97 1 ) and 

of the trend in the percentage of H grades given to graduate students in 

■ ■ ■ 2 

education in an urban college with a coiv^*^^'^^^tc- P^^^i'laticn." In the Tatter 

Instance J the percentage of 11 grades for three success i ve years , start ing 

in 1570-71, were ?3.3, and 29.2, e^nd 31.^ perrent. In the current study, the 

^" " >v'-^ 1 r ■ i f fo*' filrb'^^'^^'! Cr;) l-'^o nf C.\i\' ijnive^slty of Mew York; N^^v^e'^^be 



i ve I y . 

1 1 I s pu$r> i b I e thot the ro)<'Uive stobilily of H Cirad.^^ , i s due lo the 
"Hav/lhor(<e Effect", a plK'noi'icru'i .isriO': i at ed v.ilh expor h fu.nlal situations. 
Indi vidu^-*! i participating in on oxper ifrent ray ifiprove iheif pcr fornancc in 
response to a new situation, in this cascV t'"5<^ H-P-F ciradiny system. As the 
novo I ty v/eo rs off, the inlluence v;ears of f . The i nf I uence of the - /thornc 
Effect" can be expected to decreose. Continued study is required to determine 
how stc^hlc H-P-F renuiins In distinguishing b3tv/een except ioncil <ind overage 
student achleven^cn t . 

it would nlso be i ns t ruct I ve to determine v.-hat effect the H-P^F systen) 
!s having on student and facul ty a 1 1 i tiuies to./drds course v/ork and instruction 
as well as its inpact on admission to professional and graduate schools for 
post Master's degrees. 
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